Symmetry in Chinese arts and crafts  by Yu, L.-X.
Computers Math. Applic. Vol. 17, No. 4-6, pp. 1009-1026, 1989 0097-4943/89 $3.00+0.00 
Printed in Great Britain. All rights reserved Copyright © 1989 Pergamon Press plc 
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Department ofFine Arts, Nanjing Normal University, Nanjing, People's Republic of China 
Abstract--Chinese art is very rich in symmetry because symmetry is deeply rooted in the minds of the 
Chinese people. It is a kind of world outlook as well as a symbol of the ideal and hope. 
1. INTRODUCTION 
Chinese art has a long long history and there are various symmetrical forms in it. Symmetry, it is 
believed in China, not only can be found in the treasure of Chinese art as one of the most important 
aesthetic rules for the formal beauty, but also is deeply rooted in the mind of the Chinese people 
as a kind of world outlook and a symbol of the ideal and hope. Symmetry has long been closely 
related with the life of the Chinese people. 
2. SYMMETRICAL  CHARACTERIST ICS  OF CHINESE ARTS AND CRAFTS 
AS SEEN IN THE TAI JI PATTERN 
Figure 1 is a very interesting design. The circle is divided into two, showing a symmetrical state 
of inversing, black-white and real-imaginary, contrasts. It has an impression of a dynamic motion 
which reminds one of two fish running after one another merrily. Though the black and white are 
clearly two parts, one can find no clear-cut boundary between them, thus making an integrated 
circle. This differential and integral treatment of symmetry form is ingenious indeed and gives people 
a sense of beauty. 
Is the Tai ji pattern only a picture for appreciating? Of course not. Are there any symbolic mean- 
ings in it? Yes, the Chinese believe the Tai ji pattern symbolizes the "positive" and "negative" nature 
of the universe. 
What do "positive" and "negative" mean? In ancient Chinese philosophy, "positive" and 
"negative" were a pair of concepts used to account for the nature of universe. The original meanings 
for "positive" and "negative" were that the part facing the sun was the "positive" and the opposite 
part was called "negative". The philosophers in the Zhou Dynasty (1122-770 B.C.), however, took 
over the concepts in explaining the universe and "positive", "negative" became their philosophical 
Fig. 1. Tai ji pattern. Fig. 2. Bronze mirror (Tang Dynasty 618-907 A.D.). 
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term. Everything was attributed to wo aspects, i.e. "positive" and "negative". Philosophers used 
them to explain the two opposing but independent forces in nature. For example, Bo Yangfu, a 
philosopher in the last years of the West Zhou Dynasty, explained an earthquake by this "positive" 
and "negative" theory. He said: "earthquake is due to the 'positive' being forced under within and 
the 'negative' being forced not to coming out." In the book of Laotse there was the theory that 
everything in the world consisted of the "positive" and the "negative". It was pointed out that the 
contradiction between the positive and negative is the intrinsic quality of everything. The author 
of Yi Zuan expounded further: "positive" and "negative" following one another is the principle 
of nature. 
This "positive" and "negative" concept has a deep influence in traditional Chinese medicine as 
well. Since the Zhou Dynasty, the "positive" and "negative" has been one of the basic theories of 
traditional Chinese medicine. Therefore, the Chinese believe that the Tai ji pattern represent not 
only a kind of beauty in form but also the world outlook. We will talk more about his in Section 
4. This is the Chinese ymmetry concept in Chinese arts and crafts and the symmetry characteristics 
in terms of Chinese arts and crafts forms (Fig. 1). 
Fig. 3. Bronze spear-head (Han Dynasty 206-24 B.C.). Fig. 4. Decorative pattern in architecture (Qing Dynasty 
1644-1911 A.D,). 
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Fig. 5. Stone-cut pattern (Northern Wei Dynasty 386-534 A.D.). 
Fig. 6. Cotton prints. 
Fig. 7. Fabric pattern (developed from " [ ] "  pattern). 
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Fig. 8. Caisson ceiling pattern (Dun-huang caves), Tang Dynasty. 
Fig. 9. Bronze mirror (Tang Dynasty). 
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3. SYMMETRY FORMS IN CHINESE ARTS AND CRAFTS 
Chinese arts and crafts have a long history as well as various kinds. The typical symmetry forms 
are as follows: 
(i) Two-side (up~lown and or left-righO symmetry 
Two identical, similar or different patterns are arranged on the two sides of the middle line as 
a left-right and up-down pairs. We call it mirror symmetry if the pattern on both sides is the 
same (Fig. 2). I f  the patterns on both sides are well balanced but are different or similar textures 
(Figs 3 and 4). They are called non-mirror-image forms. From the viewpoint of the Chinese, 
symmetry on both sides conveys a feeling of solemnity of dignity. 
(ii) Translational symmetry 
This refers to the forms produced by the up-down or left-right movement of the pattern. The 
popular Er Fang Lian Xu pattern belongs to this one (Fig. 5). 
(iii) Jiu Gong Ge pattern and [] pattern symmetry 
This symmetry has the square shaped [] as its base, with patterns arranged in the square 
(Figs 6 and 7). 
(iv) • type symmetry (radiant symmetry) 
This kind of symmetry is shown by the patterns radiating from the point in all directions 
(Figs 8 and 9). 
(v) Symmetry in the Tai fi pattern 
The Tai ji pattern is formed by dividing the picture with an S usually with patterns arranged in 
the S frames. Sometimes the S shape is repeated, linearized or modified to form patterns. 
Fig. 10. The repeated, linearized or modified S-type patterns. 
Fig. 11. Earthenware wheel (about 5000 years ago). 
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Fig. 12. Lacquer tray (warring states, 475-221 B.C.). 
Fig. 13. Lacquer tray (Western Ha Dynasty 206-24 B.C.), 
Fig. 14. Patterns on outer coffin (made by silver, 
Tang Dynasty). 
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Fig 15. Veined porcelain (Five Dynasties 907-960 A.D.). Fig 16, Stone-cut pattern (two phoenix, Sung Dynasty 
960-1279 A.D.). 
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Fig. 17. Stone-cut pattern (two phoenix, Yuan Dynasty 1279-1368 A.D.). 
Fig. 18. Stone-cut pattern (Ming Dynasty 1368-1644 A.D.). 
1016 L.-X. Yu 
Fig. 19. Colour pattern in fine architecture (Qing Dynasty 1644-1911 A.D.). 
Fig. 20. Blue cotton prints with two phoenix. 
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Fig. 21. Chinese paper-cut. 
The list of Figs 10-12 show different Tai ji patterns in different periods since the new stone age. 
It tells how the tradition is continued and how the Chinese love this type of symmetry (Figs 11-21). 
4. HOW ARE THE CHINESE SYMMETRICAL PATTERNS 
DEVELOPED IN ARTS AND CRAFTS 
There are many reasons why the Chinese people have a special interest in symmetry. 
(i) Inspiration from nature 
In nature there are numerous things in symmetrical forms such as butterflies, nowflakes, flowers, 
leaves and mineral crystallines. They give people aesthetic delight. The human body is symmetrical, 
too. The symmetry form are well-balanced which make the physical activities in life easier. Then 
comes harmony and harmony means beautiful. The deep love for nature and harmony inspired the 
Chinese people to create many artistic symmetrical forms. 
Fig. 22 Fig. 23 
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Fig. 24 Fig, 25 
Fig. 26 
Figs 22-26. Chinese character "double happiness". 
(ii) Symmetry expresses one's ideal, wishes and emotion 
(1) Symmetrical patterns. The symmetrical patterns of Figs 12-21 is called Xi-Xiang-Feng 
(meeting happily). It is developed from the pattern of Fig. 11 (earthenware wheel). The subjects 
Symmetry in Chinese arts and crafts 1019 
Fig. 27. Paper-cut with mandarin duck pairs. 
of these types are often butterflies, mandarin ducks, phoenixes, parrots, fish or flowers in pairs 
which are arranged in a head to tail position as if they are playing, merrily running one after another. 
This impresses one with a sense of endless motion and expresses the wish of lasting prosperity 
and lasting love between wife and husband. 
(2) Symbolic meaning of double happiness ~-  . ,,.,~'=~ can not be found in any Chinese 
dictionary, yet everybody in China knows it's a Chinese character meaning double happiness. 
means happiness, two ~ put together in symmetry emphasizes the degree of happiness, 
therefore, ~ is the symbol of happiness. When a couple get married, as a custom ~- -  is put 
on the door and window for decoration. 
Fig. 28. Bronze ting (cooking vessel) (Shang sixteenth century B.C.). 
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(a) 
(b) 
Fig. 29--continued opposite 
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(c) 
(d) 
Fig. 29 (a) (d). Door gods and couplet pairs on the door of a peasant family. 
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(a) 
Fig. 30--continued opposite 
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Co) 
Fig. 30 (a) and CO). The door gods. 
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There is a story about the original meaning of ~ : 
In the Ming Dynasty (1340-1661 A.D.), there was a scholar called Fang Mingqiu, who was once 
going to Peking for an exam. Passing by Suzhou city he saw a notice posted in the street by a rich 
man, saying if anyone could offer a second line of the couplet with the first one given, he would 
be his son-in-law. 
Unable to offer the second line the scholar left remembering the given part of the couplet. 
In Beijing he was asked by the examiner to compose the first line of a couplet with the second 
half given. It so happened that the line he had learned by heart in Su~ou was the best line to match 
this second line. He gave the answer immediately which surprised the examiner greatly. In this way 
he passed the Imperial exam with great honour and became a provincial officer. 
Going back he returned to Suzhou again. Seeing no man had offered the correct answer, he tried 
the line learned in Beijing. He became the son-in-law of the rich man. The success in the exam and 
getting awife made him so excited and happy that he wrote two (happiness) on the wall to celebrate 
his wedding. 
In modern China, wherever there is a wedding, people still use ~ as the decoration, though 
the meaning of it is slightly different from the original. Now it means happiest time and best wishes. 
(3) The meaning of mandarin ducks in paper-cut. Like ~,  the mandarin duck paper-cut is 
often used on wedding occasions. Mandarin ducks in a pair represent ever parting partners, which 
are the symbols of ever lasting love between wife and husband. The most important thing is that 
the ducks must be in pairs. 
It's almost a curse if one duck paper-cut is presented for wedding celebration, for it means the 
love of the couple can't last long, one of them will be short lived. This is something that the Chinese 
people will avoid as taboo. 
(4) Symbolic meaning of an ancient bronze tripot. The shape of the ancient bronze tripot in China 
is mirror-image symmetrical. On it are bold, vigorous, mysterious and symmetrical patterns which 
convey the feeling of dignity and solemnness. The pot itself was used by the slave owners as the 
symbol of power about 3000 years ago. 
(iii) The impact from literature 
Symmetry has an important role in Chinese literature. For example, the couplets written on 
scrolls usually posted on doors and pillars are symmetrical both in content and length of lines. 
In Chinese literature, there is a five-character (or seven) and eight-line poetry. This kind of poetry 
requires not that only the length of every line in the poem is the same, but also that the content 
of the first-half and the second-half of the second and third lines is symmetrical. 
The following is a poem by Wang Wei: 
The title is .4 Village in Autumn Dusk. Let's examine the third and fourth lines to see how strict 
its symmetry is, the third line is "Bright moon shines on the pines", the fourth is "Clear springwater 
flows over the stones". Bright moon and clear water, flow and shine, pine and stone are pairs. The 
third line describes a static state, appealing to one's eyes, while the fourth line describes a dynamic 
state, appealing to one's ears. Not only the parts of speech but also the tones of the characters are 
symmetrical. The strict symmetry of poetry has a great impact on the development ofsymmetrical 
forms in arts and crafts. One can obtain a clear idea from the pairs of dragon and phoenix in 
Fig. 19, Qing Subao and Yuchi Jingde (door gods) in Fig. 30 with ~ (sun) up left and/~ (moon) 
up right. 
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Fig. 31. Old or young (turn it upside down and see). 
Fig. 32. Wood cut pattern. 
Since the Ming Dynasty, there was a song spreading among the people of the villages in Yi County 
of Hebei Province, which is very interesting in the sense of its symmetrical music and words 
135 I 531 I 153 I 315 I 642 
246 I 513 [ 351 [ 135 I 531 
The meaning of its words is that the song is beautiful to hear and pleasant o sing, La-la-la, 
La-la-la, the boy is teaching his girlfriend to sing a song, the girl is teaching the boy to sing another 
song, La-la-la, La-la-la, let's sing a pleasant song and listen to a beautiful song. So we can find 
symmetry in singing this song in the normal order as well as in the inverted order. Now please look 
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Fig. 33. Tuan Hua paper-cut (by author). 
at Fig. 32, and see whether the images are the same when putting the picture in a normal way and 
putting it upside down. 
There is also symmetry in the art of paper-cutting, especially in "Tuan Hua" paper-cutting which 
is very popular and welcomed among the Chinese people, because it is made by cutting pieces of 
folded paper with a pair of scissors and a special knife in very simple ways and with results of great 
variety. Tuan Hua paper-cutting is a very popular art activity in schools and in the countryside 
of China. It is predicted that this art form will contribute with satisfactory result to the development 
of symmetrology. 
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